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In introductory classes to epistemology, we are taught to distinguish between three different kinds of
knowledge. The first kind is acquaintance knowledge: we know our mothers, our friends, our pets, etc.,
by being acquainted with them. The second kind is knowledge of facts, propositional knowledge, or
knowledge-that: this is the sort of knowledge we acquire when we learn that, say, Ithaca is in New York
State or that Turin is located in Italy. It is customary to add to the list a third kind of knowledge that
is supposed to be distinct both from acquaintance knowledge and from propositional knowledge. One
possesses this knowledge when one can be truly described as knowing how to do something: play the
piano, make a pie, walk, speak, create, build, and so on.

The distinction between knowledge-how and knowledge-that was brought to scrutiny in analytic
philosophy by Ryle in his seminal The Concept of Mind (1949), where he raised some of the now
classical objections to the so-called “intellectualist legend”: the view that knowledge-how amounts to
knowledge-that. Ryle instead advocated an “anti-intellectualist” view of knowledge-how according to which
knowledge-how and knowledge-that are distinct kinds of knowledge, and manifestations of knowledge-how
are not necessarily manifestations of knowledge-that. This anti-intellectualism has been the received view
among philosophers for a long time. Even psychologists and neuroscientists have explicitly appealed to
Ryle’s classical distinction when discussing their empirical findings. Nevertheless, in the last twenty years,
a renewed interest by epistemologists in the nature of knowledge-how has brought new life to the debate,
where new versions of intellectualism and anti-intellectualism have been developed and argued for. The
debate is partly epistemological: is knowledge-how an altogether distinct kind of knowledge, different from
knowledge-that? But it is also about a psychological question: what kind of psychological state is
knowledge-how? The goal of this entry is to overview the debate between intellectualists and anti-
intellectualists, while highlighting the implications of this debate for related questions concerning
intelligence, cognition, language, and skills.

(The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Fall 2022 Edition)
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